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On Cape York Peninsula there are about 1.7 Mha of eucalypt forests with commercially 
attractive timber species on land tenures other than National Park. Potential north 
Queensland markets for Darwin stringybark (Eucalyptus tetrodonta), Cooktown ironwood 
(Erythrophleum chlorostachys) and Melville Island bloodwood (Corymbia nesophila) are 
described, and prices and quantities demanded estimated from informal discussions with 
timber processors and consumers who are familiar with the species are reported. 
Interviewees are optimistic about market prospects for the former two species, but are 
pessimistic about Melville Island bloodwood. The structural hardwood market is the largest 
market for hardwood timbers in north Queensland. Other products from the region with 
relatively high demand include strip flooring and electricity poles. Darwin stringybark is 
considered to be highly suitable for the electricity pole, structural timber and strip flooring 
markets, where prices of about $500/m3 of chemically treated log, $1,400/m3 of chemically 
treated structural timbers and $2,750/m3 of kiln dried floorboards, respectively, could be 
achieved. Cooktown ironwood is regarded as a high-quality appearance grade timber, with 
interviewees indicating a willingness to pay at least $2,000/m3 of dried timber and potentially 
up to about $5,000/m3. Opportunities exist to sell small volumes of Cooktown ironwood into 
extremely high-value domestic musical instrument markets. Interviewees asserted that 
Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood have sound prospects in overseas markets. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Queensland Department of Primary Industries - Forestry (DPI-Forestry) considers the 
stands of timber in the Darwin stringybark (Eucalyptus tetrodonta) forests on Cape York 
Peninsula (CYP) to be the largest remaining forest resource in Queensland with potential to 
make a major contribution to future timber supplies (Wannan 1995). However, with the 
exception of operations by the Australian and United States Air Forces during World War 2 
(Annandale et al. 2002), large-scale sawmilling has never been attracted to the region. This 
is due to several factors. First, the low resident population of CYP of approximately 18,000 
(north from and including Cooktown), means local markets are small. Second, lack of 
transport infrastructure, coupled with long distances to major domestic markets, leads to high 
freight costs when selling outside the region. Third, prior to World Heritage listing in 1988, the 
state-owned rainforests of north Queensland around Townsville, Cairns and Cooktown 
supplied large volumes of high quality timber to north Queensland markets (Keenan 1998). 
Therefore, there was little financial incentive for the timber industry to pursue the remote and 
generally lower quality timber resources on CYP. Fourth, until about 20 years ago, the 
dominant commercial timber species on CYP, Darwin stringybark, had been considered an 
inferior hardwood (Davis 2001). Fifth, only about 55,000 ha of the commercially productive 
forests on CYP are in State Forests and Timber Reserves managed by DPI-Forestry 
(Wannan 1995)1, with the remainder on land tenures such as mining leases and indigenous 
land, where DPI-Forestry has less resource security and relatively little experience in working 
                                                 
1 A substantial part of the 55,000 ha of commercially productive forests on CYP estate has recently 
been transferred to National Park (Killin 2003). 
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with the land title holders. DPI-Forestry has thus had little incentive to undertake research 
that may attract timber processors to the region, including determination of wood properties 
of potential commercial species, and estimating the extent of the timber resource. Finally, the 
Cape York Peninsula Land Use Strategy (CYRAG 1997) recommendation that forestry 
activity on CYP be constrained to its present level (subject to a sustainability assessment) 
has probably also discouraged public and private forestry investment in the region. 
 
Current harvest of timber on CYP is estimated to be in the vicinity of 2,000 m3 of log per year 
(CYRAG 1997), mostly for local low-value applications such as fencing, mining timbers, 
green roughsawn construction timbers and railway sleepers (Wannan 1995). Nevertheless, 
the future for forestry industries in the natural forests of CYP may be brighter than history 
would suggest. The Cape York Partnerships Plan has committed the Queensland 
Government to developing a strategy to drive a regional economy on CYP, which builds on 
the strengths of the region – its people, culture, history and extensive range of natural 
resources, including forest resources (Department of the Premier and Cabinet 2000). The 
deep-water port at Weipa provides opportunities to transport timber by sea to major domestic 
and international markets. The large shortfall in hardwood production in north Queensland 
brought about by the cessation of logging in the rainforests of the Wet Tropics, is currently 
met by timber imports from processors in southern Queensland, northern New South Wales 
and overseas (Keenan 1998). Freight costs for these imports are likely to be comparable with 
freight costs on timber from CYP. Darwin stringybark is now a well-regarded general purpose 
hardwood timber in north Queensland. In Australia and overseas, timber product 
manufacturers are developing an increasing interest in ‘outback’ and lesser-known specialty 
timbers, such as the Goldfields timbers of Western Australia (Siemon and Kealley 1999) and 
the hardwoods of western Queensland (Venn and Whittaker 2003). Several species found on 
CYP, particularly Erythrophleum chlorostachys (Cooktown ironwood), are gaining popularity 
in specialty, high-value uses such as musical instrument manufacture.  
 
Balkanu Cape York Development Corporation have identified the eucalypt forests of Aurukun 
Shire, on the western coast of CYP, as a potential engine with which to drive the Wik elders’ 
vision of economic independence (Venn and Harrison 2001). At the invitation of Balkanu, a 
postgraduate research project funded by the Rural Industries Research and Development 
Corporation and the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research commenced in 
2000 to assess opportunities for a culturally and ecologically sustainable sawmilling industry 
based in Aurukun. An important element of this study is the identification of potential markets 
for timbers harvested from eucalypt forests in the Shire.  
 
This paper presents the findings from timber market research in north Queensland that had 
been undertaken to assist the forestry decision-making of Wik people. The paper begins by 
outlining the product market types and timber species examined in the survey. Next, the aims 
and methods of the market survey are described. Results of the survey are then reported 
and followed by concluding comments. 
 
MARKETS AND SPECIES TARGETED BY THE SURVEY 
Following discussions with Wik people in Aurukun, officers of Aurukun Shire Council, 
Balkanu and DPI-Forestry, it was decided that the market survey should focus on the 
potential of species from the eucalypt forests of CYP for poles, structural and appearance 
grade sawnwood (including potentially high-value niche markets), and waste products from 
sawmilling operations (e.g. sawdust and woodchips). Although railway and tramway sleeper 
markets in north Queensland have been supplied with CYP eucalypt forest timbers in the 
past, DPI-Forestry recommended against investigating this market, because of the relatively 
low prices paid for sleepers and high levels of uncertainty about future demand in north 
Queensland, and the increasing use of concrete in place of timber. It was also suggested 
that landscape and fencing markets not be considered, because low-cost treated plantation 
pine has gained market acceptance for these applications in many parts of Australia. 
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Indigenous people on CYP could produce traditional arts, crafts and weapons from the forest 
timbers of CYP. However, these potential markets have been excluded from this survey 
because traditionally manufactured indigenous arts and crafts are not produced from sawn 
timber, and tourist markets in most parts of Australia, including north Queensland, appear to 
be saturated with these products2. 
 
There is a great diversity of rainforest, open forest and woodland on CYP; however, few 
shrub and tree species are suitable and available in sufficient quantities for sawmilling. The 
Darwin stringybark forests on CYP are considered to have high potential for commercial 
sawmilling. Covering about 1.9 M ha of CYP, of which 1.7 M ha are on land tenure other than 
National Park (Wannan 1995), these forests are dominated by Darwin stringybark, but 
Melville Island bloodwood (Corymbia nesophila), Hyland’s bloodwood (C. hylandii), 
Clarkson’s bloodwood (C. clarksoniana) and Cooktown ironwood are also relatively common. 
The distribution of these forests on CYP is illustrated in Figure 1. A large proportion of this 
resource is on indigenous lands, including about 330,000 ha in Aurukun Shire. Darwin 
stringybark, Melville Island bloodwood and Cooktown ironwood are considered to be the key 
commercial timber species in the region, because of their desirable wood properties, relative 
abundance, and general market acceptance in north Queensland. Therefore, they constitute 
the focus of this market survey. 
 
Darwin stringybark, Melville Island bloodwood and Cooktown ironwood have high basic 
densities (800 kg/m3 to 1,000 kg/m3), high air-dry densities (1,000 kg/m3 to 1,200 kg/m3) and 
high Janka hardnesses (10 kN to 13 kN) (Bootle 1983, Smith et al. 1991, Annandale et al. 
2002). These species also have high natural durability, being termite and decay resistant for 
at least 25 years and potentially for more than 50 years when used untreated and in contact 
with the ground (Smith et al. 1991, Annandale et al. 2002). Furthermore, these timbers are 
considered to have aesthetically appealing colours, from red-browns to reds. Hopewell 
(2001, p. 9) stated that Darwin stringybark is an ‘excellent structural timber’ and ‘has 
excellent potential for tool handles’ for which spotted gum (Corymbia citriodora subspp. 
citriodora) is currently the preferred species. Cooktown ironwood has long been renowned as 
a beautiful, decorative timber with potential for high-value products, such as musical 
instruments (Swain 1928). However, it is also one of the world’s densest commercial timbers, 
making it difficult to work. Smith et al. (1991) reported that Darwin stringybark and Cooktown 
ironwood are suitable for a wide range of internal and external building applications, 
indicating the high versatility of these species. Little has been published about the utilisation 
potential of Melville Island bloodwood; however, it may be suitable for a range of uses similar 
to Darwin stringybark (Annandale et al. 2002). 
 
MARKET SURVEY AIM AND METHODOLOGY 
The original intention of the market survey was to estimate potential domestic and 
international demand for the target CYP timber species; however, it rapidly became apparent 
that none of the species are well-known within the Australian timber industry south of Cairns 
or overseas. This observation has been confirmed by an independent market review of CYP 
timbers undertaken by the Queensland Forestry Research Institute (Hopewell 2001). Timber 
processors cannot be expected to provide market information about species they know little 
about. 
 
                                                 
2 The saturation of markets with Aboriginal arts, crafts and weapons appears to be due to large-scale 
production by non-indigenous Australians employing non-traditional methods. For example, 
didgeridoos are manufactured by boring a hole through a small solid log, and decorated by painting 
with dots and kangaroos. Boomerangs are laser cut from sawn timber boards, not carved from the 
natural ‘elbows’ of branches and roots, as performed traditionally. 
 135 
Venn 
 
 
Figure 1.  The distribution of Darwin stringybark forests on Cape York Peninsula considered to 
have commercial timber production potential 
 
Source: CYRAG (1997). 
 
In a study on the potential domestic and overseas markets for western Queensland 
hardwoods - species with which domestic and overseas markets are similarly unfamiliar - a 
postal survey was believed to be the only affordable means of collecting market information 
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(Venn and Whittaker 2003). The survey included information about the woodland resources 
and wood properties, together with colour photographs of the timbers. While useful 
information about potential domestic market opportunities was collected, few helpful 
comments were received from overseas respondents. The development, posting and 
subsequent analysis of returned questionnaires consumed considerable resources, including 
the employment of one person full-time for several months. It became evident that a wide-
ranging examination of potential domestic and overseas markets for CYP species would 
require a similar level of commitment of personnel and financial resources. This would 
greatly exceed what could be reasonably undertaken within the postgraduate research 
project. 
 
The aim of the market survey for timbers from the Darwin stringybark forests of CYP was 
limited to examine only potential north Queensland markets (Townsville and areas further 
north). Information about other potential domestic and international markets was to be 
collected opportunistically. Specifically, objectives of the current survey were to collect 
information about market perceptions of the suitability of CYP timber species in various 
markets and determine market demand (price and quantity) in north Queensland markets. 
 
It was indicated by officers at DPI-Forestry, Atherton, that the timber industry in north 
Queensland has a poor reputation for responding to postal correspondence, and that 
unstructured discussions may be the most appropriate means of obtaining market 
information. Therefore, it was decided to hold unstructured telephone and in-person 
discussions with people involved in the north Queensland timber industry. In-person 
discussions would be requested from a sub-set of interviewees found to be particularly 
informative during telephone discussions. 
 
DPI-Forestry provided contact details for selected sawmills and several large consumers of 
timber products in the Cairns region whom they considered could provide useful market 
information. Telstra Yellow Pages and internet searches, and referrals from contacted 
sawmillers, highlighted other businesses, local councils and government agencies in north 
and south Queensland, and the Northern Territory, who could provide market information. In 
this way, a list of 46 potential sources of market information for CYP timbers was generated. 
Each was contacted by telephone during the period May to June 2000. In most cases, 
interviewees had sound knowledge of the species being considered. For interviewees who 
did not, details about wood properties, such as colour, density, strength and suitable uses, 
were read over the phone. This information was obtained from Bootle (1983) and Smith et al. 
(1991), which are respected information sources for timber properties within the Australian 
timber industry. 
 
Many telephone discussions yielded useful information and some resulted in invitations to 
visit processing facilities and hold in-person communications with senior staff. However, most 
sawmillers and suppliers of structural and landscape timbers in Cairns and on the Atherton 
Tableland were reluctant to provide information. Indeed, it was necessary to end several 
telephone discussions with these interviewees prematurely, because conversations became 
angry and hostile. This appeared to be a result of lingering distrust towards government and 
other institutions, stemming from the World Heritage listing of the Queensland wet tropics in 
1988. Table 1 lists the businesses, local governments and government agencies willing and 
able to provide useful market information. Ten from this list were visited in November 2000, 
which facilitated collection of more detailed information from in-person discussions. 
 
RESULTS OF THE MARKET SURVEY 
Statistical analyses have not been performed on the results because of the unstructured 
method of information collection and small sample. Due to the limited trade in CYP timbers, it 
is not possible to verify the assertions of interviewees with published estimates.  
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Table 1.  List of businesses, local governments and government agencies who provided useful 
market information for CYP species 
 
Sawmills, further processors of timber products, and merchants 
Tolga Woodworks (Tolga) 
Grey’s Sawmill (Charters Towers and Proserpine) 
Red Ebony Pty Ltd (Mary River East Station, Northern Territory) 
G & D Landscaping (Cairns) 
Cairns Fencing (Cairns) 
Tenni and Arbouin (Atherton) 
Chris Vandyke Designs Pty Ltd (Cairns) 
Far North Timber and Truss (Cairns) 
Comalco Ltd (Weipa) 
Far North Ergon Energy (Cairns) 
Spirit Drums (Cairns) 
South Queensland Farm Forestry Development Committee (Yeppoon) 
Mitre 10 (Weipa) 
Managers of a proposed floorboard plant for Weipa 
Gayler Consultancy Group (Hervey Bay) 
Howard Mill (Maryborough) 
Plantation forest growers  
Sylvatech Ltd (Darwin) 
Local Governments 
Aurukun Shire Council 
Napranum Aboriginal Council 
Weipa Township Office 
Cairns City Council 
Townsville City Council 
Government agencies and government-funded agencies 
The Queensland Forestry Research Institute (Atherton) 
Queensland Department of Primary Industries - Forestry (Atherton) 
Northern Territory Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries (Darwin) 
Greening Australia, Northern Territory (Darwin) 
 
Perceptions about the Marketability of Timbers from the Darwin Stringybark 
Forests of CYP 
Within the north Queensland timber industry, Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood 
appear to be well-known and highly regarded as strong, durable timbers. Several 
interviewees described these timbers as ‘real hardwoods’, as opposed to what they referred 
to as the ‘second-rate’ hardwoods (predominantly spotted gum) imported into the region from 
southern Queensland and northern New South Wales. Darwin stringybark has apparently 
become a preferred structural and electricity pole timber in north Queensland over the last 10 
to 15 years, although supply is limited. Many interviewees commented that Cooktown 
ironwood is an excellent structural hardwood, but that the timber is of such high appearance 
quality that it should not be employed in structural use. One interviewee commented that, as 
a decorative red hardwood, Cooktown ironwood is superior to jarrah (Eucalyptus marginata), 
a popular decorative native hardwood in Australia. Other interviewees asserted that 
Cooktown ironwood is ideal for billiard cue, furniture and musical instrument manufacture. 
Subject to the timely availability and price competitiveness of timbers from the eucalypt 
forests of CYP, most interviewees suggested that they would buy Darwin stringybark and 
Cooktown ironwood in preference to southern Queensland hardwoods. 
 
Melville Island bloodwood is less well-known by the north Queensland timber industry than 
Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood. Nevertheless, the timber has been used in the 
Northern Territory for housing, including pole homes, and around Weipa for poles, piles, 
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sleepers, and occasionally, home-made furniture. The few interviewees that have milled this 
species asserted that it is generally of lower quality than the other two timbers considered in 
this survey, and has limited market potential. This is largely due to the prevalence of loose 
gum veins, which result in low usable sawnwood recovery (e.g. see Annandale et al. 2002). 
 
Several interviewees commented that consumers are becoming interested in the history of 
timber, hinting that indigenous communities on CYP may have a unique marketing 
advantage. It was suggested that marketing CYP timber as a product that is culturally and 
ecologically sustainably harvested from forests managed by traditional indigenous owners, 
would open niche markets in Australia and overseas where higher timber prices might be 
obtained. 
 
Potential Markets for Darwin Stringybark and Cooktown Ironwood 
Few interviewees were willing to comment on market opportunities for Melville Island 
bloodwood; hence no potential market information can be reported for that species. Table 2 
reports the potential demand by market type for Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood 
in north Queensland, covering a range from unprocessed sawlogs to dressed sawn timber. 
Market prices include freight to Cairns, unless stated otherwise. 
 
Stumpage and Woodchip Markets 
The lowest value markets for timbers from the Darwin stringybark forests of CYP are those 
for logs at the stump and woodchips. Interviewees were unclear about potential stumpage 
values for Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood, and therefore the tabulated 
stumpages are based on DPI-Forestry records, which indicate that the average stumpage 
paid for hardwood sawlogs harvested from natural forests on State-owned land in 
Queensland in 2001-02 was in the order of $40/m3. Stumpage paid for natural forest 
hardwood logs sourced from private land in Queensland can reportedly be as much as 
double that paid for logs from State-owned land (GRO 1998). 
 
Some interviewees believed that the eucalypt forests of CYP contain a potentially large 
woodchip resource. There are currently no domestic markets for pulplogs or chipwood in 
north Queensland; however, it was asserted that the port of Weipa and close proximity to 
Asia would probably make CYP mixed eucalypt woodchip competitive against similar grade 
material being supplied from Tasmania. Woodchips are a globally traded commodity and the 
tabulated price is based on average free on board (FOB) hardwood woodchip prices in 
Australia in 2002. It was argued by some interviewees that development of an export 
woodchip market would provide an outlet for waste products from sawmilling operations and 
low-grade logs, which could facilitate silvicultural practices that will improve the timber 
productivity of the forests (e.g. removal of stunted and over-mature trees). 
 
In Australia, woodchipping natural forests is unpopular with environmentalists and if it were to 
occur on CYP, which is regarded as a wilderness area of national importance (CYRAG 
1997), it would attract much criticism. There may also be difficulties associated with obtaining 
an export license from the Commonwealth government, which would be crucial to the 
financial viability of the operation. Recent research has indicated that the dominant hardwood 
species in the eucalypt forests of CYP are not suited to pulping for paper (Clark 2003). The 
basic densities of these species are higher than what paper manufacturers generally desire, 
and studies have indicated that pulp yields from natural stands of Darwin stringybark are low. 
The high basic densities also make the target CYP species unsuitable for composite wood 
products such as laminated veneer lumber and medium density fibreboard (McNaught 2002).  
 
Building and Landscape Poles 
Building and landscape poles are moderate-value roundwood markets. The building and 
landscape poles considered in this survey are for larger structural projects where centre 
diameters of logs are typically at least about 35 cm. Interviewees were uncertain about 
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potential quantities demanded; however, one indicated that the market is small in 
comparison with the market for electricity poles. 
 
Table 2.  Potential demand for Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood in north 
Queensland 
 
Market price ($/m3) Potential market 
Darwin 
stringybark 
Cooktown 
ironwood 
Approximate quantity of 
hardwood demanded in 
north Queensland (m3/year) 
Sawlog stumpage (standing 
timber in forest) 
40-80a 40-80a Unspecified 
Woodchips 120b na na 
Building or landscape pole 
(treated) 
260c 260c Unspecified 
Electricity pole (treated) 500d na 3,500 poles 
Log for musical instrument 
manufacture 
na 700a,e 30 
Green-off-saw boards 600 
(500-800) 
600 
(500-800) 
Rough sawn (air-dried) boards 800 800 
(700-900) 
1,000 
Structural treated (air-dried) 1,400 na 
Structural with sap removed 
(air-dried) 
1,600 
(1,500-1,800) 
na 35,000 
Cross-arms for electricity poles 1,400 1,400 240 
Appearance (air-dried) 2,000 2,000 
(1,800-5,000) 
600 + 
Strip flooring (kiln dried) 2,750f 4,000f 
(2,750-5,200) 
2,500 
Musical instrument timber (air 
dried and dressed) 
na 12,000-18,000 Unspecified 
 
Notes: a. Price excludes freight to market.  
b. Woodchip prices are export prices FOB to Japan. Price is $150/bone dry metric tonne. The 
basic density of Darwin stringybark is approximately 800 kg/m3. 
c. Based on $25/linear metre (lm), as paid by builders in Cairns (35 cm log centre diameter). 
d. Based on $350/pole, as paid by Ergon Energy for a 11 m long, 20 cm small-end diameter, 
12kN treated pole delivered to Cairns. 
e. Based on $200/lm, as paid by Spirit Drums for a log with 60 cm centre diameter. 
f. Strip flooring prices are based on a dressed floorboard size of 86 mm x 19 mm (nominal 100 
mm x 25 mm) and prices of 4.50/lm for Darwin stringybark, and $4.50/lm to $8.50/lm for 
Cooktown ironwood. In nominal dimensions, the prices are $1,800/m3 for Darwin stringybark 
and $2,600/m3 ($1,800/m3 -$3,400/m3) for Cooktown ironwood. 
 
Electricity Poles and Cross-arms 
The demand for poles in north Queensland is largely determined by the activities of Ergon 
Energy. Prior to World Heritage listing of the Wet Tropics, hardwood electricity poles were 
purchased directly from the local timber industry; however, vacuum-pressure impregnated 
spotted gum and ironbark poles are now purchased from southern Queensland. Between 
1997 and 1999, an average of 1,330 poles per annum were purchased by Ergon Energy for 
Cairns and the surrounding region (excluding Townsville) (Bowman 2000). Future demand in 
north Queensland is anticipated to be higher due to urban expansion and replacement of old 
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poles. For example, Bowman (2000) estimated that the operations of Ergon Energy in the 
Cairns region will require about 2,500 poles per annum in the ‘near future’. 
 
Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood are preferred pole species of Ergon Energy; 
however, the latter species rarely grows into a tree with a long straight bole suitable for 
electricity poles. The price Ergon Energy is willing to pay for poles varies according to pole 
length and strength grading. In 2000, prices ranged from $150 per 5 kN, 9.5 m treated pole, 
to $2,300 per 20 kN, 20 m treated pole delivered to Cairns. Road and sea freight restrictions 
limit the maximum pole length that could be supplied from CYP to 14 m (Fox 2000). A 11 m 
long 12kN treated pole is worth approximately $350 delivered to Cairns. Electricity 
companies in China and Vietnam are importing treated hardwood poles. Some interviewees 
commented that exporting poles to Asia is a potentially lucrative market for Darwin 
stringybark. 
 
The demand for cross-arms also arises largely from Ergon Energy. Each electricity pole has 
between one and 10 cross-arms to carry wires. Cross-arms are untreated hardwood with 
gang nail plates at both ends and a white strip of paint across the top to reduce splitting. 
They are commonly required in the dimensions of 100 mm x 100 mm x 2,400 mm or 3,600 
mm. Ergon Energy currently pays $35/piece and $50/piece respectively for cross-arms of 
these dimensions. Ergon Energy estimated that they require about 8,000 pieces annually in 
north Queensland, but no figures on past consumption are available. Cooktown ironwood 
and Darwin stringybark are recognised as suitable timbers for cross-arms.   
 
Green-off-saw and Air-dried boards 
Several sawmillers, further processors and builders indicated their willingness to purchase 
green-off-saw and roughsawn seasoned (i.e. dried to between 12% and 14% moisture 
content) Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood boards. The prices interviewees stated 
they are willing to pay are standard for roughsawn hardwood timber in Queensland. It was 
indicated that the quantity demanded is likely to be low, because the range of uses for such 
low-value sawn timber products is limited without further processing, and most builders lack 
the equipment for further processing. Sawmills with further processing facilities may buy 
small volumes to supplement their existing business. There may be more lucrative markets 
elsewhere in Australia. One sawmiller asserted that he sells roughsawn, air-dried Cooktown 
ironwood to a merchant in Sydney with an annual value of about $5 M (500 m3 at approx 
$1000/m3). 
 
Structural Timbers 
It was indicated that structural timbers constitute the largest hardwood market in north 
Queensland, mostly for roof framing and mouldings. Potential treated timber prices 
suggested by interviewees are indicative of current structural hardwood prices in north 
Queensland. The sapwood free price was provided by a builder who indicated a willingness 
to pay a premium for untreated, sapwood free structural timber. Protesting that aesthetically 
pleasing Cooktown ironwood should not be used in structural applications, no interviewee 
suggested a structural timber price for this species; however, it could be expected that it 
would sell in structural markets at a price similar to Darwin stringybark. Estimates of planned 
housing construction on CYP provided by Aurukun Shire Council, Napranum Aboriginal 
Council and the Weipa Township Office, indicate that approximately 100 m3 to 125 m3 of 
structural hardwoods are required annually on the western coast of CYP. Interviewees were 
unable to provide information about the total size of the north Queensland structural 
hardwood timber market. The tabulated estimate is based on 1993 per capita sawlog 
consumption data for the region north from and including Townsville (Keenan 1998).  
 
Appearance and Strip Flooring Timbers 
Appearance grade timber has aesthetically pleasing colour and figure, little or no defect (e.g. 
loose knots and splits), and depending on the application, little or no distortion (spring, twist, 
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bow or cup). Potential markets for such timbers include woodturners and manufacturers of 
furniture, kitchen cabinets, bench-tops, VJ boards (overlapping joint internal wall panelling) 
and other internal or external building features (e.g. staircases and parquetry flooring). 
Appearance grade hardwoods are also demanded by strip flooring and musical instrument 
manufacturers. Due to the extremely high prices that some musical instrument 
manufacturers pay for timber, this potential market is described separately. 
 
Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood are considered to have suitable properties for 
appearance grade markets, although the latter species appears to have greater prospects 
than the former. The tabulated market price of $2,000/m3 for appearance grade timber was 
suggested by timber merchants and end-users of timber (e.g. cabinet makers and builders), 
and is similar to the price of many popular native cabinet species in Queensland, with the 
exception of red cedar, which typically sells for about $4,000/m3 (Sewell 2001). One 
respondent believed that furniture-grade Cooktown ironwood could wholesale for between 
$3,000/m3 and 5,000/m3 in southern Australian States. The strip flooring price suggested for 
Darwin stringybark is relatively standard for hardwood flooring in Queensland. Interviewees 
were confident that Cooktown ironwood could attract a substantial premium in strip flooring 
markets.   
 
Appearance grade Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood are believed to have sound 
market prospects in Taiwan, China and Japan. Small volumes of Cooktown ironwood are 
reportedly being exported to a furniture manufacturer in Singapore. One interviewee asserted 
that samples of Darwin stringybark strip flooring have received highly favourable reviews in 
the USA. 
 
Musical Instrument Timbers 
Cooktown ironwood is becoming renowned as an attractive timber that is highly suited to 
musical instrument manufacture. Spirit Drums, manufacturers of handcrafted, solid-shell 
drum kits, presently constitute the entire market for musical instrument logs in north 
Queensland. After trialling several hardwood species, they now only produce Cooktown 
ironwood drums because of the species’ acoustic and structural properties. Their drum kits 
have achieved world-wide recognition for excellence (e.g. Ostrander 2000). Spirit Drums are 
willing to pay high prices for logs, but they require large logs with a centre diameter of about 
60 cm. 
 
Cooktown ironwood has proven to be ideal for guitar and violin finger boards, fret boards and 
chin rests, and for flutes. While it is suggested that high prices can be obtained by selling into 
musical instrument timber markets, the majority of domestic manufacturers are small, 
demanding kilograms and not cubic metres of timber annually (Venn and Whittaker 2003). It 
has been estimated that the annual demand for sawn and dressed high-density musical 
instrument timbers in Australia, such as Cooktown ironwood, may be not exceed 20 m3 
(Venn and Whittaker 2003). 
 
Several interviewees asserted that there are excellent opportunities to export Cooktown 
ironwood to overseas musical instrument manufacturers. Two interviewees indicated that 
they have been contacted directly by European violin manufacturers seeking suppliers of 
Cooktown ironwood. While the quantity demanded by overseas musical instrument 
manufacturers is likely to greatly exceed the domestic musical instrument market, 
international luthier3 suppliers have reportedly offered to pay only between about $2,000/m3 
and $2,500/m3 FOB for Cooktown ironwood, which is far below what comparatively small-
scale domestic musical instrument manufacturers are willing to pay.   
                                                 
3 Luthery is the trade or craft of making and repairing stringed instruments, such as mandolins, violins, 
violas, cellos, guitars and double bass. A luthier is the title of the tradesperson or craftsperson who 
undertakes this work. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
The north Queensland timber industry is, generally, enthusiastic about the utilisation of 
Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood; however, Melville Island bloodwood is much 
less well-regarded. Prices interviewees are willing to pay for the former two species are 
similar to current hardwood prices in north Queensland, although some indicated that a 
premium could be achieved by Cooktown ironwood in appearance and flooring markets. 
Electricity poles are a relatively high-value roundwood market for Darwin stringybark; 
however, transport costs for poles from CYP may be high due to their bulk. There appear to 
be sound prospects for Darwin stringybark and Cooktown ironwood in markets for sawn and 
treated structural and appearance timbers in north Queensland. Lucrative opportunities may 
exist for a small number of suppliers of Cooktown ironwood to musical instrument and other 
niche domestic and overseas markets. Some interviewees were optimistic about the potential 
sale of woodchips from the Darwin stringybark forests of CYP; however, recent research 
indicates there are unlikely to be markets for such high-density material.  
 
Wik elders in Aurukun Shire are keen to establish a forestry industry to generate employment 
and income for their people. It was frequently asserted that indigenous people on CYP have 
an excellent opportunity to sell CYP timbers with a story of sustainable traditional 
management. This market survey has eliminated some of the uncertainty surrounding the 
viability of such an undertaking; however, to make an informed decision, traditional owners 
require further information. The property rights of Wik people to timber resources on their 
lands, particularly with regard to commercial utilisation, are not precisely defined and have 
not yet been tested in a court of law. The comprehensiveness, exclusivity, physical extent, 
duration, divisibility and transferability of their rights will have an enormous bearing on the 
profitability and type of timber industry appropriate for Aurukun. Research to quantify and 
qualify the timber resource, and to expand knowledge about the ecology of important timber 
species and the resilience of Darwin stringybark forests to logging activities, is required to 
determine economically and ecologically sustainable harvest levels and methods. Traditional 
owners might also find financial analyses of supplying domestic and overseas markets with 
CYP timbers beneficial in their decision-making processes. The author’s on-going research is 
addressing these information requirements. 
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